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ABSTRACT 
Staged crime scenes involve an offender deliberately altering evidence to simulate events to mislead 
investigators. Despite likely occurring more often than reported in the literature due to success in 
offender deception, the exact frequency of staged crime scenes is unknown. In an attempt to bridge 
this gap, a legal database was searched for detected staged scenes.  A total of 115 cases were exam-
ined, and this study reports on 16 staged suicides that were examined through descriptive analysis. 
Findings indicate the frequent involvement of firearms, hanging, or asphyxia; and that offenders are 
usually known to victims, although not necessarily intimately.  
 
Key Terms: criminology; death investigation; staged crime scene; murder; suicide; physical 
evidence 
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INTRODUCTION 
 For centuries, lying about and manipulation of physical evidence has been used by offenders 
to escape culpability for criminal behavior, with evidence being altered to render the illusion that 
something else occurred. As a result, investigators charged with determining how a crime occurred 
and who is responsible have long tried to combat these efforts through investigative techniques and 
strategies. However, to date these efforts have been largely ad hoc with unknown error rates. As 
such, it is still unknown what proportion of staged scenes are actually detected and how accurately.  
 In one of the earliest scholarly discussions of crime scene staging, Hans Gross discussed 
‘defects’ that indicate things have been done to present the scene as something it is not. Gross 
(1924, p. 433) states that:  
the “defects of the situation” are just those contradictions, those improbabilities, which oc-
cur when one tries to represent the situation as something quite different from what it really 
is, and this with the best intentions and in the purest belief that one has worked with all the 
forethought, craft, and consideration imaginable. 
 It is the responsibility of investigators to identify these defects, and thus discover the efforts 
of the offender to evade capture. The type of investigator, whether criminologist, forensic scientist, 
accident reconstructionist, or forensic pathologist, will determine what staged behaviors are within 
their purview to identify. For the most part, however, the frequency with which these investigators 
may encounter staged scenes has been given little attention in the literature, as have the specific el-
ements of staging commonly seen. 
 
WHAT IS CRIME SCENE STAGING? 
 It is not uncommon in many crimes for the offender to engage in precautionary acts (Turvey, 
2013), those behaviors committed before, during, and after a crime that confuse, hamper, or defeat 
investigative and forensic efforts, for the purpose of concealing the offender’s identity or connec-
tion to the crime. Examples include changing one’s voice, using a mask or gloves, selection of a 
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secluded offense location, and cleaning up the crime scene. These behaviors are functional in na-
ture. 
 Staging is a specific form of precautionary act, and one of many that offenders may carry 
out in order to distance themselves from the crime. According to the literature, this type of precau-
tionary act is not uncommon in criminal investigations (Geberth, 2006; Hazelwood & Napier, 
2004). For this article, staging will be defined as the deliberate alteration of physical evidence at an 
alleged crime scene, in an effort to simulate events or offenses that did not occur, where the intent 
is to redirect an investigation (Ferguson, 2014; Geberth, 2006; Turvey, 2013). For example, after 
killing a person an offender puts the victim into their vehicle and sets the car on fire with the aim of 
destroying any physical evidence that may have been left behind. This would be a precautionary 
act. If the offender does the exact same thing, but writes a suicide note, signing on behalf of the vic-
tim, speaking of mental anguish and the desire to end their life, this would constitute staging. 
 The easiest way to conceptualize the difference between precautionary acts and the specific 
act of staging is that where a precautionary act generally involves taking something away or pre-
venting something being left at the scene, staging involves an attempt to prevent identification by 
introducing something new to the scene, to give the appearance that something entirely different has 
taken place. Staged or simulated scenes do not include instances where family members or loved 
ones alter the scene to preserve the dignity of victims of suicide, or other unfortunate events 
(Geberth, 2006). Thus far, several works have identified this as a form of staging (J. Douglas & L. 
Douglas, 2006; Douglas & Munn, 1992; Hazelwood & Napier, 2004; Meloy, 2002), although this 
inclusion has been highly criticized in other discussions of the subject (Ferguson, 2011; Geberth, 
2006; Turvey, 2000). 
 
Staged homicides in the literature 
Despite investigators believing that elements of staging are common in homicide cases 
(Geberth, 1996; Gross, 1924; Hazelwood & Napier, 2004; Schlesinger, Gardenier, Jarvis & 
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Sheehan-Cook, 2012; Turvey 2000) the law enforcement, forensic science, and forensic pathology 
communities know very little about them. For example, only 3 studies have been done which esti-
mate the proportion of homicides involving elements of crime scene staging in the United States 
(US), and the findings range from minuscule to significant. In their analysis of a non-random sam-
ple in 2012, Schlesinger and colleagues estimated the prevalence of staging to be around 8 percent 
of homicide crimes studied. In 2004, Hazelwood and Napier estimated that fewer than 3 percent of 
violent crime cases involved staging, whereas Keppel and Weis estimated about 0.1 percent of bod-
ies were staged in their 2004 sample of 5,224 victims.  
In a similar vein, there is little agreement about the common elements of staging carried out 
by offenders. For example, Geberth (1996) states that the most common types of staging are homi-
cides made to look like suicides or accidents, followed by staged sex-related homicides. Douglas 
and Munn (1992) and J. Douglas and L. Douglas (2006) opine that drug-related homicides or crimi-
nal enterprise murders are the most common scenes staged. Meloy (2002) citing Eke (2001) be-
lieves that the most common elements of staging found would be those related to faked suicides, 
natural deaths, accidents, or justifiable homicides, while Soderman and O’Connell (1936) propose 
that staged suicides and accidental drownings are most prevalent. Turvey (2000), in his preliminary 
study of 25 cases, found that staged burglaries are far more common than the alternatives proposed 
by other authors, and Schlesinger et al. (2012) found the most common type of staging to be arson.  
Although staged deaths seem to garner some attention in the literature, the purely ad hoc and 
experiential nature of many of these opinions, save a handful of authors, results in a lack of consen-
sus across these works. Indeed, most of what is written about staged crime scenes is based on the 
law enforcement experience of one or two authors, and to date only a few studies have sought to 
systematically analyze offender behaviors commonly involved. As is clear above, homicides staged 
to appear as suicides do occur in the experience of these authors, and some would argue they are 
more prevalent than other forms of staging. The fact remains that little empirical literature exists on 
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how offenders perpetrate these behaviors, nor what should be identified to recognize them readily. 
In sum, there is little agreement about what gets staged or how. 
 
Staged Suicides 
As discussed, Dr. Hans Gross (1924) was the first to address staged death scenes in general. 
Gross (1924) noted that supposed suicidal deaths by hanging have the real potential to be staged 
homicides, often resulting from poisoning or strangulation deaths. He adds that suicide notes are 
easily forged, but that the forgery can be discovered by handwriting comparison and fact-checking. 
Soderman and O’Connell (1936) address how staged suicides may be recognized in differ-
ent types of death scenes. This work stresses the importance of a thorough wound pattern analysis 
to recognize any inconsistencies between the injuries and the alleged facts of the case. It should be 
noted that neither Soderman and O’Connell, nor Gross offered empirical findings to reinforce how 
to properly investigate potential staged suicides. Neither do they speak of how often these behaviors 
may occur and how they may be perpetrated by the offender.  
Svensson and Wendel (1974) discuss the importance of systematic analyses of physical evi-
dence to determine the legitimacy of suicide scenes, including the recommendation that investiga-
tors always expect the worst. A list of inquiries which should be made to uncover the "homicidal 
intent" in potential staged suicides is offered.  
In 2000, Turvey was the first to systematically examine staged death scenes in general 
(N=25), finding that staged suicides were present in 16 percent (n=4) of staged homicide cases. He 
also determined that all offenders had a current or prior family or intimate relationship with the vic-
tim. This supported Geberth’s (1996) assertion that staging is most commonly used to conceal an 
offender’s close personal relationship with the victim. In Turvey’s sample, offenders were likely to 
use available weapons for the homicide (usually firearms), and were often the person to “discover” 
the body. They were likely to position weapons near victims to give the appearance of self-injury, 
and to move the body either within the scene, or to another scene. In a further discussion of these 
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same findings, Chisum and Turvey (2007) recommend that investigators establish the presence of 
gunshot residue on the victim’s hands (or other locations as the case may be), and to conduct a 
thorough wound pattern analysis, testing the consistency between weapons at the scene and the vic-
tim’s wounds to determine whether they might be self-inflicted.  
More recently, Schlesinger et al. (2012) found less than 8 percent of staged homicides were 
staged to appear as suicides (n=6). Of these cases, two-thirds were domestic homicides and one-
third were general felony homicides (meaning the case was neither domestic nor sexual in nature). 
Although the first large-scale systematic study of its kind, this analysis did not go further into the 
specifics of the staged scenes, such as what elements were staged, how the scene presented and so 
on. As such, little is provided regarding behaviors used to create the facade of suicide, except to say 
that it was common, especially in domestic homicides.  
These works and others address staged homicides generally, with a number offering sugges-
tions for how to determine if a supposed suicide is in fact a homicide (Gross, 1924; Schlesinger et 
al, 2012; Soderman & O’Connell, 1936; Svensson & Wendel, 1974; Turvey, 2000). On the other 
side of the coin, legitimate suicides may also be staged to appear as homicides. Adair and Doberson 
(1999), Imajo (1983) and McDowell (1987) have all published case reports outlining suicide cases 
in which the victim staged their own death to appear as a murder or accident. Although these works 
explain cases where suicides are staged to appear as something else (either homicides or accidents) 
it could be argued that behaviors of this type should be separated from staged cases where the stager 
is left living. Certainly, a different constellation of behaviors and motivations would be expected for 
staging your own suicide, as opposed to staging a homicide as such. Similar to Douglas and Munn 
(1992), Douglas and Douglas (2006), Hazelwood and Napier (2004), and Meloy (2002), it is clear 
that those opining on true suicides staged to appear as something else are endorsing a definition of 
staging which is not limited to altering the crime scene in order to thwart police scrutiny. Instead, 
these authors utilise a more broad definition, which includes any alteration of the crime scene in 
order to confuse or mislead anyone viewing it. Motivations for such actions may include vengeance 
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or insurance fraud. As stated by Adair and Doberson (1999, p. 1309) “[s]taging a suicide as a homi-
cide, by the victim, may be a final effort by the victim to gain notoriety or exact revenge against 
friends or family”.  
Those cases discussed above fall outside the definition of staging utilized herein.  Despite 
representing attempts to deceive through manipulation of the crime scene, the intent and motivation 
differ. More importantly, in the cases discussed by Imajo (1983), there may be no staging present 
based on even the broadest definition. In these cases, decedents suicided by purposefully getting 
into a car accident. These actions may have been viewed by the decedent as an easy and available 
way to commit suicide, and there may have been no real desire to have others believe it was an ac-
cident. In fact, in one of the cases cited by Imajo (1983), the victim told someone he was leaving to 
commit suicide by “roll[ing] his car”, a statement diminishing any expectation of the crash being 
ruled accidental.  
Aside from the anecdotal case studies presented by the previously reviewed texts, no inten-
sive systematic research has been conducted on the topic of staged suicides specifically. This is 
problematic due to the fact that elements of staging are a consistent characteristic of criminal modus 
operandi (MO) (Geberth, 1996; Gross, 1924; Turvey, 2000), and because these determinations often 
necessitate successful collaborations between medical professionals and investigators (Soderman & 
O’Connell, 1936; Svensson & Wendel, 1974). The authors noted above, with the exception of Tur-
vey (2000), Hazelwood and Napier (2004), and Schlesinger et al. (2012), offer insights into investi-
gating staged suicides, however these suggestions are based solely on their experience and therefore 
run the risk of being at best inaccurate, and at worst misleading and detrimental to serious criminal, 
and death investigations. Certainly, more reliable and detailed research is necessary.  
 
THE CURRENT STUDY 
 The current study of staged suicides was undertaken as part of a larger study involving many 
different types of staged homicides. The goal of the main analysis (encompassing all types of stag-
ing) was to identify common behaviors carried out by offenders staging death scenes, and to exam-
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ine the details of these types of behaviors. It was hoped that this would lead to more advanced re-
search into specific staging behaviors used by offenders. Analysis of this detected suicide sub-
sample sought to determine what elements of the crime would most often be staged.  
This discussion will address the questions: 
1. Within detected staged suicides, what evidence is most often manipulated by the offender 
to redirect the investigation? Are these efforts premeditated? 
2. What types of victim and offender relationships are most common in known cases of staged 
suicides? 
3. Are the frequency of staged suicide cases increasing across time, as proposed by Hazel-
wood and Napier (2004) and Geberth (1996)? 
Method 
 In order to empirically examine crime scene staging, a retrospective sample of staged homi-
cide case files was drawn from the Westlaw legal database. Westlaw allows subscribers access to 
decisions from all states in the USA, including state, federal and regional federal courts. It works 
with 600 courts and 3,500 judges nationally. Westlaw’s aggressive opinion collection process in-
volves: retrieving decisions from court websites and publicly accessible docketing systems; sub-
scribing to opinion distribution systems; and seeking out individual decisions of interest to re-
searchers. The sample included case files of all staged homicides located in the United States, span-
ning the 34 year period between 1973 and 2007. In these files, the facts of the case were presented 
in the “Factual Summary” or “Background” as determined by the Judge/Jury in the process of con-
victing the offender, and assessing their appeals. It should be noted that these facts are those 
deemed admissible by the trial Judge, and therefore some details may not have been heard by the 
jury, and thus not included in this analysis. More will be said on this in the limitations section. Pri-
mary materials such as police reports and crime scene photographs were not accessed for this study.  
 
Sampling Procedure 
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 A variety of search terms were used to gather the sample in order to capture as many cases 
as possible. These included: staged & homicide; staging & homicide; staged & scene; staged & 
crime & scene; make it look like a suicide; and a number of others. From the returned searches 
(completed in January 2010), cases were manually examined by the first author (Ferguson) to de-
termine whether each involved a homicide, and if staging behaviors were indeed present based on 
the operational definition used. An initial sample of 215 cases were identified and further scruti-
nized. Only those cases involving a homicide where the offender confessed to staging the scene, or 
an expertii opined as to the presence of staging, were included. To meet the definition of staging, 
expert witnesses either opined directly as to the presence of staging, or to inconsistencies between 
physical evidence and the way the scene presented (for example, in a case where the scene suggest-
ed the victim had shot themselves, but the forensic pathologist found that the victim died from a 
shotgun blast to the head from a significant distance).  
The first author determined final inclusion into the sample of 115 staged homicide cases. In 
all cases, the confession or expert opinion outlining the staging behaviors carried out was eventually 
accepted by the court, and led to a conviction. The authors are not aware of any case where the con-
viction has since been overturned on appeal; where there was a miscarriage of justice related to fac-
tual innocence; nor where there was a false confession.  
 
Variables 
 The resulting sample of the main analysis included 115 detected staged homicide cases. The 
research was aimed at determining the common elements of the offenses, characteristics of the vic-
tim and the offender, and the evidence which was staged by the offender. Several questions within 
each domain were asked, producing a number of variables. Within Offender Characteristics were: 
number of offenders, sex of offenders, and law enforcement involvement. Victim Characteristics 
included: number of victims, age, sex, and relationship to offender. Crime Characteristics included: 
victim discovery, cause of death, availability of weapons, motive, overkill, confrontation, and case 
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type (confession/expert). Staged elements included the variables: type of staging, point of entry/exit, 
valuables taken, personal items taken, weapon arrangement, body transportation, body arrangement, 
fake notes, drugs planted, simulated self-injury, telephone/lighting, ransacking, bloodstains, clean 
up, mutilation of the body, arson, self-injury of offender, and alibi. A coding dictionary was used to 
operationalise all variables and can be made available upon request to the authors.  
This discussion focuses solely on the staged suicides present in the total sample (n=16). 
Each case file was assessed against the variables above to determine the presence or absence of 
each of these types of potentially staged evidence. SPSS was then used to carry out a descriptive 
analysis. The frequency of each of the variables in these 16 cases is outlined below. All percentages 
have been rounded to one decimal place, and may not combine to equal 100 percent.  
 
RESULTS 
Crime/Victim/Offender Elements  
 Only those findings which are relevant to staged suicides will be presented here. Of the total 
sample of 115 staged homicide cases, there were 16 cases involving homicides staged to appear as 
suicides. These cases made up 13.9 percent of the total sample.  
 
Prevalence, Victim, and Offender Characteristics 
 Table 1 illustrates the prevalence of staged suicides detected by this sampling method across 
four decades. From the data in this retrospective sample from 1980’s to the incomplete 2000’s, the 
number of detected staged suicides increased 10 fold. Table 1 also contains the number and sex of 
offenders and victims involved in the staged suicide cases in this sample. The results for law en-
forcement background of these offenders and relationships between victims and offenders are also 
included in Table 1. In terms of age, victims were most likely to be between 18 and 29 years of age 
(31.3%), with 6.3 percent between 30 and 44, and 12.6 percent between 45 and 59. No victims were 
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under age 18 or over age 60 in this sample, although it should be noted that in half (50.0%) of the 
cases the victims’ exact age at the time of death was unknown.  
 
Victim Discovery 
 Most victims were discovered in their own homes (75.0%), located in their bedroom 
(43.8%), bathroom (18.8%), lounge or living room (6.3%) or outside (6.3%). An additional 12.5 
percent were found in “other” locations, while one victim was found in the offender’s bedroom 
(6.3%), and one in the offender’s lounge room (6.3%). In many cases, victims were discovered by 
the offender (50.0%). In the remaining cases, they were discovered by their own family (12.5%) or 
by "others" including police (12.5%). In four cases (25.0%) it was not known who discovered the 
victim. 
 
Cause of Death and Weapon Procurement 
 Gunshot injuries were the most common cause of death in staged suicides (56.3%), followed 
by ligature strangulation (18.8%), manual strangulation (12.5%) or multiple weapons (12.5%). The 
weapon was most often opportunistic (31.3%), however in many cases how the weapon was ac-
quired was unknown (37.5%). In two cases each (12.5%) there was no weapon used (i.e. the victim 
was killed manually), or the weapon was brought to the scene by the victim and subsequently used 
against them. In one case the offender brought the weapon to the scene (6.3%). In seven of the 16 
staged suicides, the homicide took place during an argument or confrontation between the victim 
and the offender (43.8%). In an additional five cases (31.3%) it was unclear what brought on the 
fatal attack, and in four cases there was no conflict between victim and offender immediately pre-
ceding the fatal violence (25%).  
 
Elements of Staging 
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 In this sample, the elements of staging present were often predictable and basic. Perhaps the 
most logical elements one would look for are features such as: weapon arrangement at the scene; a 
suicide note; evidence of simulated self-injury to the victim; the body being transported, positioned, 
or re-arranged; drugs being present at the scene; or an alibi for the offender. The vast majority of 
cases here displayed weapon arrangement at the scene (81.3%). In the remaining cases, the cause of 
death the offender sought to portray was not immediately clear. Elements of staging common in this 
sample are described in Table 2.  
 
Suicide Notes and Simulated Self Injury 
 A fake suicide note was present in only three cases (18.8%). These notes were discovered 
near the victim’s body, and all made some reference to the offender. They were discovered to be 
fraudulent based on the testimony of experts or opinions of family members regarding handwriting 
or content. Evidence of simulated self-injury to the victim was present in all but one case (93.8%), 
where injuries to the victim were inflicted in areas consistent with suicide, such as to the temple, 
under the chin (Eisele, Reay & Cook, 1981), or to the wrist or heart.  
 
Moving the Body, Offender Alibi and Valuables 
 The body of the victim was rearranged in 11 cases (68.8%). In most cases (n=11) the body 
was left at the primary crime scene (68.8%), in one case the primary scene was unknown (6.3%).
 Surprisingly, the offender arranged for an alibi in only one instance (6.3%). In two cases this 
was unknown (12.5%). Interestingly, valuables were removed from the staged suicide scene in five 
cases (31.3%), and non-valuable personal items belonging to the victim or scene were removed in 
two cases (12.5%). This is significant as it would not be expected in a legitimate suicide.  
 
Evidence of Clean Up and Post Mortem Mutilation 
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 Clean up or attempted clean up and evidence destruction was exhibited in half the cases 
(50.0%) and this was unknown in one case. Given the levels of confrontation seen in these cases 
(43.8%), and the potential inconsistency of evidence of confrontation with a suicide, the lack of 
clean up is noteworthy. Despite mutilation of a corpse being somewhat paradoxical to a suicide, in 
4 cases mutilation was present (25.0%).  This was evidenced by some sort of injury or disfiguration, 
or insertion of foreign objects into victims’ orifices, post mortem. In one case, the offender set fire 
to the scene/victim (6.3%).  
 
Notable Exclusions 
 In all 16 cases, no points of entry were staged, no phones were tampered with, and all out-
door lighting was intact. Ransacking of the scene was never carried out by these offenders, blood 
stains were never manipulated, and the offender never made an effort to self-injure in order to lend 
credence to their claims. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Common Features of Staged Suicides 
 From the analysis conducted herein, several common features have been identified which 
may shed some light on how detected offenders stage suicides, based on the frequency of those be-
haviors in this sub-sample. The common features identified here are also helpful for informing fu-
ture research on the topic area. These features are based on the small sample used in this analysis, 
and although many comport with the literature on the topic, they should be treated as preliminary in 
nature.   
 
Offenders 
 Homicides staged as suicides were much more often perpetrated by males and in this sample 
than females. No offenders were known to be currently or previously associated with law enforce-
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ment occupations. This is despite Turvey’s (2000) finding that 20% of offenders were currently or 
previously employed by a law enforcement agency. 
 
Weapons 
 Firstly, a majority of detected staged suicides in this sample from the United States involved 
a firearm. This is not surprising as one of the most common weapons for homicides and actual sui-
cides was a firearm between 1985 and 2004 (Barber, n.d). Although this could be construed as a 
possible element of offender sophistication and knowledge, it is more probable this method of stag-
ing was chosen after a spontaneous homicide with a firearm, simply because it was convenient and 
more plausible than other scenarios from the offender’s standpoint.  
 
Method of Death and Suicides  
 As a large number of the victims in this study were female, it is important to note that real 
suicide trends may be changing, and that for females the most common mechanism for actual sui-
cide between 2002 and 2006 was poisoning (Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 
2002-2006). Gross (1924) and Soderman and O’Connell (1936), make note that strangulation 
deaths were often staged to appear as suicides. Although in this sample “suicides” by firearm were 
most common, deaths involving strangulation were a close second.  
 Interestingly, deaths by suffocation were not as likely in the Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention examination of true suicides as they were in this staged sample, despite their suffocation 
category including deaths by hanging, drowning, and suffocation with an instrument. Put another 
way, deaths by hanging or suffocation happened more often in the small staged sample than the 
much larger CDC sample of actual suicides. Therefore, the use of a firearm by a female, or the sup-
posed hanging or asphyxiation death of either a male or a female, should be examined in more de-
tail in future analyses.  
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 It should also be noted that no victims in this sample died as a result of poisoning. This may 
indicate that use of poison as a murder weapon is very difficult to detect and may lead to a success-
ful staging effort. It is important to note then that this finding does not mean that the use of poison 
is declining, but rather, if not specifically looked for at autopsy the use of poisons may remain un-
detected.  The only way, therefore, to address this void would be to examine cases in which specific 
poisons were looked for or detected, and whether attempts to cover this up were undertaken by the 
offender (among other possible observations).  
 
Relationships 
 In this study, the relationship between the victim and offender was often friends or non-
domestic family members, along with domestic relationships. This is an interesting finding as tradi-
tionally staged scenes have been thought to have involved mostly intimate or domestic partners. In-
deed, very little literature addresses other known individuals aside from domestic partners, with the 
exception of Schlesinger and colleagues. In Turvey’s 2000 study, all staged deaths involved inti-
mate partnerships between victims and offenders, none involved family members.  
 
Victim Discovery 
 The findings suggest that in homicides staged as suicides victims are commonly discovered 
by friends or non-cohabiting family members. In Turvey’s study (2000) the offender most frequent-
ly "discovered" the victim. Although offender "discovery" was also common here, discovery of the 
staged suicide victim was much more evenly distributed across both offenders and innocent parties. 
If a cohabiting partner should have been present to discover the victim of a supposed suicide, or 
should have been concerned about their whereabouts or welfare but was not, this failure to discover 
the victim may speak to an additional precautionary act carried out by offenders to distance them-
selves from the investigation. In future studies, the potential for either offender discovery of the vic-
tim, or lack of reasonable discovery by co-habiting partners should be addressed.  
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Repositioning of Body/Weapons 
 Weapons were almost always arranged at these scenes to give the appearance of a suicide. 
The body was not often transported away from the primary scene but was often re-arranged or re-
positioned at the primary scene of the homicide. From an investigative standpoint any indication 
that a weapon or the body has been re-arranged or re-positioned post or peri-mortem as indicated by 
movements through blood, positioning of clothing and hair, inconsistent livor or rigor mortis, and 
the like may be considered an element of suspicion.  
 There are some discrepancies between the commonality of body re-positioning in this sam-
ple and the previous research on staged scenes. Most notably, Keppel and Weis (2004) discuss the 
fact that sexual posing of a victim’s body is "extremely rare" in staged cases. In this sub-sample 
over two-thirds of the staged suicides did involve re-positioning rather than posing of the victim’s 
body. In fact, re-positioning was one of the few staging behaviors that was carried out in these types 
of scenes. Interestingly, in 1924, Dr. Hans Gross accurately predicted that weapon positioning was 
an important factor in staged deaths. In terms of how the weapon came to be at the scene, Douglas 
and Munn (1992) and Douglas and Douglas (2006) predicted that weapons would often be those of 
opportunity. This was supported by the current findings. This also speaks to the planning or lack 
thereof in these homicides, where the use of an available weapon, and evidence of a confrontation 
before the fatal violence, indicate potential spontaneity. The lack of an attempt to establish an alibi 
in these cases lends credence to an absence of preplanning. Failing to stage suicide notes also 
speaks to the sophistication of these staging efforts, or perhaps the presence or thoroughness of the 
offender’s planning of the offense.   
 
Suicide Notes 
 Gross (1924) was one of the only authors to comment on the commonality of fake suicide 
notes. Writing a fake note was not a usual behavior for the offenders in these staged suicides, alt-
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hough this may be explained by the growing awareness of forensic techniques in hand-writing 
comparison. The spontaneity of the homicide or sheer panic may also have rendered the leaving of 
the suicide note as unfeasible. Interestingly, all staged notes that were present in this sample made 
reference to the offender at some point. The content and circumstances surrounding suicide note 
discovery is an avenue which begets further analysis.  
 
Evidence of Confrontation 
 Svensson and Wendel (1974) commented that evidence of a struggle would be an important 
red flag for staged deaths, which was supported by the findings in this study. In the present sample, 
fatal violence was likely to happen during a physical or verbal argument between involved parties. 
Evidence of a confrontation before the death could easily be evidenced by over-turned furniture, 
witness reports of yelling or perceived conflict, or other physical or behavioral indicators as the 
case may dictate. The circumstances surrounding confrontation before the death, and how this re-
lates to or indicates homicide planning necessitates further analysis.  
 
Clean Up 
 Svensson and Wendel (1974) also state that evidence of, and any attempts to clean up or de-
stroy signs of the actual events, are common in staged cases. Evidence of tidying up, the smell of 
cleaning products, missing bedding or carpet, recent renovations and so on speaks to the amount of 
time and effort expended on the staging effort. In this sample nearly half the cases did not involve 
the destruction of evidence and attempts to clean up, meaning efforts may have been low, time may 
have been limited, or the stager may have been interrupted.  
 
Experts 
 In this sample, staged suicides often involved experts opining that the death was a homicide 
rather than a suicide (43.8%) and thus the presence of staging. This finding highlights the important 
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role that a medical examiner, coroner, or forensic pathologist may play. Experts of this nature gen-
erally opined not only on the manner of death, but also the tendency for the offenders to attempt to 
simulate self-injuries to victims by introducing hesitation marks, or gunshot wounds to areas such 
as under the chin, the temple, or the chest.  
 
Post Mortem Mutilation 
Interestingly, in 75 percent of cases the victim’s body was not mutilated after death, meaning that 
supposedly self-inflicted wounds were perpetrated before the victim died. It could be said that the 
offender planned on inflicting these wounds prior to death. More probably, it may be that having 
shot the victim in the head or strangled them, the offender believed that a plausible option to cover 
up the homicide may have been to stage a suicide as opposed to some other type of scene. In the 
future, a more explicit analysis of planning and premeditation may explain these behaviors in more 
detail.  
 
Confessions 
 Half of the staged suicides in this sample involved offender confessions, often the result of 
the suspect being confronted with inconsistencies discovered by detectives during investigations, or 
determinations made by medical professionals during autopsies. Confessions of this nature are un-
doubtedly beneficial in any case, both economically for the judicial system when a guilty plea is 
entered, but also in tying up loose ends or providing further information should there be any residu-
al questions. 
 
Prevalence 
As can be seen above, the prevalence of staged suicides seems to be increasing based on this 
sampling approach. However, this finding is tentative as it may not be due to an actual increase, but 
an improvement in investigator ability to identify these scenes, possibly based on advances in fo-
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rensic science. The increase may also be based on the sampling method used, where perhaps prior 
to 1990 experts were not as frequently utilized, or staged cases were called something else. It is also 
possible that cases involving staging are now more readily being added to the Westlaw database 
sampled. On the other hand, this finding could show that offenders are becoming more likely to car-
ry out these behaviors in an effort to avoid apprehension. This could potentially be a further outcrop 
of the CSI effect, as offenders, jurors, and the public may be equally as exposed to media which 
portrays forensic techniques (as predicted by Geberth (1996) and Hazelwood and Napier (2004)). In 
the United Kingdom, Prainsack and Kitzberger (2009) discovered that offenders who were inter-
viewed believed new forensic techniques would increase their chances of being caught, and that 
their previous techniques for evading capture would no longer be successful. Regardless of the 
causes behind it, it is recommended that this tentative finding be followed up to determine whether 
the trend is maintained or decreases over the coming years.  
 
LIMITATIONS 
Because staged suicides have hitherto not been studied in any systematic way, this is the 
largest study of its kind. That does not, however, automatically imply the results are generalizable. 
Because of the sampling method employed, using only the Westlaw database, the reliability of the 
findings in relation to staged suicides as a whole is unknown. Despite the sample size though, the 
results do conform, at least partially, to the theoretical basis and literature available on the topic, 
based on the experience and study of several seasoned authors. This suggests that the sample may 
indeed be an accurate reflection of the larger population of staged suicides. Although the small 
sample size limits the strength of the conclusions that can be drawn and the generalizations made, 
this survey of cases is considered a necessary first step and provides much more understanding of 
the common behaviors and their red flags than was previously available.  
It is also important to note that in some cases, evidence was deemed to be inadmissible in 
court, and therefore was not available for review for this examination. As such, some important in-
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formation about staged elements would not have been incorporated herein as it was not available in 
the factual summary of the case. Owing to the nature of legal inquiry, determining what form this 
missing information may take is impossible, as what a lawyer may get excluded in one case will be 
dictated by the case itself, the jurisdiction in which the case is being heard, and judicial discretion 
and direction, among others. It should also be noted that many variables in this analysis did include 
missing variables at a high rate (for example in 31.3% of cases it was unknown whether offenders 
were currently or previously employed in law enforcement). In light of the potential for missing da-
ta in this sample some features of staged suicides may be more or less prominent than shown here.   
Since a substantial proportion of the cases in this sample involved confessions, false confes-
sions cannot be ruled out. However, efforts were made to exclude such cases by discounting those 
where convictions were overturned on appeal. This does not, however, guarantee that the remaining 
cases were not false confessions and therefore wrongful convictions. Despite this, the fact that the 
sample spanned three decades, and the size of the sample being relatively small compared to the 
crimes committed during that time act as protective factors, the possibility remains that there may 
still be cases where a confession which led to conviction was false, exaggerated, or not entirely ac-
curate.  
There is also the possibility that expert testimony may not have been entirely accurate in 
some cases. As has been documented elsewhere, there is a known difference between scientific fact 
and legal truth, so a conviction corresponding to expert testimony does not protect against experts 
being incorrect in their assessments. Preventative measures were taken to reduce the potential for 
false positives being included in this study. Such measures included allowing a significant period of 
time for appeals, and having the author independently examine the expert’s conclusions to ensure 
conformity to the definitions of staging used herein. According to Saks and Kohler (2005) though, 
one third of miscarriages of justice in the USA are the result of poor forensic science and faulty ex-
pert testimony. It is therefore possible that some of the sampled cases did not involve a staged sui-
cide, despite the perception of the expert.  
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Finally, we cannot conclude without mentioning that with any study of this nature it is par-
amount to acknowledge the covert nature of serious criminal behavior, and therefore the difficulty 
facing any researcher attempting its study. It is certainly possible that some, if not many offenders, 
have successfully staged suicides in the past which have never been detected by law enforcement or 
death investigators. Since the sampling approach used involved only a legal database to gather case 
material, the study is limited by the fact that the sample includes only those offenders who have 
been caught. This potentially means that offences where the offender is particularly adept at these 
behaviors will not be included, and results will be skewed towards those less skillful, or offences 
with less planning. Unfortunately there is little that can be done to alleviate this limitation, as any 
researcher would likely find it difficult to identify those individuals who had indeed gotten away 
with murder.  
 
CONCLUSION 
To answer the question posed at the beginning of this article, in the current study, the most 
often manipulated evidence by an offender to redirect an investigation was the simulation of self-
injury. The most common types of victim and offender relationships were evenly distributed be-
tween current and previous intimate partners and non-intimate relationships (excluding strangers). 
Staged suicides are most commonly caused by gunshot wounds and although conclusions on pre-
meditation are not directly canvassed in this article, the high proportion of use of an opportunistic 
weapon may speak to little premeditation.  Figures on this element are incomplete, as nearly a quar-
ter of cases were unable to identify how the weapon was acquired.  Finally, as stated on several oc-
casions, this study indicates that the incidence of staged cases may have increased over the survey 
period, which may indicate that investigators are getting better at identifying staged elements, or 
perhaps improvements in forensic detection through physical evidence are allowing for better and 
more accurate inquiries. Regardless, staged suicides are problematic for any investigative communi-
ty, as elements which comprise staging may be overlooked by those unfamiliar with how a staged 
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scene may present, or where the possibility of staging is not considered during the initial investiga-
tion. To make matters more difficult, while there are some indicators investigators may take into 
consideration, there is still no objective test through which to identify staged efforts. This study, 
while relatively small in scope, will hopefully broaden the scope for further research specific to 
staged suicides.  
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Table 1  
 
Number of crime scene factors among 16 cases of homicide staged as suicide in America 1973 - 2007. 
 
Number of Cases n % 
1970s 1 6.3 
1980s 1 6.3 
1990s 4 25.0 
2000-07 10 62.5 
Total  16 100 
   
Number of Offenders   
1 15 93.8 
>1 1 6.3 
Total  16 100 
   
Sex of Offender   
Male 15 93.8 
Female 1 6.3 
Total  16 100 
   
Offender LE experience   
LE employed 0 0 
Not LE employed 11 68.8 
Unknown 5 31.3 
Total  16 100 
   
Number of Victims   
1 15  
>1 1  
Total  16 100 
   
Sex of Victim   
Male 9 56.3 
Female 7 43.8 
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Total  16 100 
   
Victim and Offender Relationship   
Co-habiting spouses 7 43.8 
Co-habiting partners 1 6.3 
Non-domestic family members or friends 8 50.0 
Domestic family members 0 0 
Business partner/Co-workers 0 0 
Strangers 0 0 
Total  16 100 
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Table 2 
 
Staged elements among 16 cases of homicide staged as suicide in America 1973 - 2007. 
 
Suicide Notes n % 
Present 3 18.8 
Absent 12 75.0 
Unknown 1 6.3 
Total 16 100 
   
Simulated Self-Injury to Victim   
Present  15 93.8 
Absent 1 6.3 
Unknown  0 0.0 
Total 16 100 
   
Body Rearrangement   
Present 11 68.8 
Absent 1 6.3 
Unknown 4 25.9 
Total 16 100 
   
Body Transported   
Present 4 25.0 
Absent 11 68.8 
Unknown 1 6.3 
Total 16 100 
   
Alibi   
Present 1 6.3 
Absent 13 81.3 
Unknown 2 12.5 
Total 16 100 
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Valuables Removed   
Removed 5 31.3 
Disrupted 2 12.5 
Unknown 11 68.8 
   
Non-Valuables Removed   
Removed 2 12.5 
Disrupted 14 87.5 
Unknown 0 0.0 
Total 16 100 
   
Clean Up   
Present 8 50.0 
Absent 7 43.8 
Unknown 1 6.3 
Total 16 100 
   
Post-Mortem Mutilation   
Present 4 25.0 
Absent 12 75.0 
Unknown 0 0.0 
Total 16 100 
   
Drugs Planted   
Present 1 6.3 
Absent 15 93.8 
Unknown 0 0.0 
Total 16 100 
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i All correspondence should be directed to Dr. Claire Ferguson 
Criminology Department, University of New England,  
Armidale NSW, AUSTRALIA  
Email: cfergus4@une.edu.au 
Telephone: +61 431 343 303 
ii The definition of who is an expert depends on the specific jurisdiction where the individual is seeking to be admitted into 
court. In the US the determination is usually made based on the threshold tests Frye v United States, Daubert v. Merrell Dow 
Pharmaceuticals, Inc. or Federal Rules of Evidence (2011), Rule 702. Federal Rule 702. states:  
[I]f scientific, technical, or other specialized knowledge will assist the trier of fact to understand the evidence or to de-
termine a fact in issue, a witness qualified as an expert by knowledge, skill, experience, training, or education, may 
testify thereto in the form of an opinion or otherwise, if (1) the testimony is based upon sufficient facts or data, (2) the 
testimony is the product of reliable principles and methods, and (3) the witness has applied the principles and methods 
reliably to the facts of the case. 
In essence, Judges are free to admit any expert who has more knowledge than the average person, or juror, in their field. They 
are generally asked to testify to issues which are not considered common knowledge by the court. Experts are granted or de-
nied this status depending on the Judge’s discretion and reading of the rules in that jurisdiction 
